Introduction
Early childhood education has undergone a period of considerable growth and change in New Zealand over the past 20 years. The changes have included the introduction of the national curriculum, Te Wha -riki (Ministry of Education, 1996) , and the implementation of a strategic plan, Pathways to the Future (Ministry of Education, 2002) . The strategic plan set out policy and funding changes aimed at increasing the quality of early childhood services and participation rates, especially for children of Maori and Pasifika descent and those from low socioeconomic communities. Government funding for children in ECE has increased significantly and is now more than $NZ 9000 per child (full-time equivalent), higher than funding for primary and secondary school students (Ministry of Education, 2011a .
Given the many changes and the large amounts of funding now directed at the sector, it is timely to consider what information is available about the effectiveness of early childhood education in New Zealand. A crucial area to consider, and a legitimate question to ask is: What are children learning through their experiences in early childhood services? Although the early childhood years are a time of rapid growth in all areas of development, finding evidence about what young children are learning, and whether that learning is at least partly attributable to early childhood education, is a complex task.
Information about what children may be learning in early childhood education is available from a range of sources. The national curriculum, Te Wha -riki (Ministry of Education, 1996) , outlines important areas of learning for teachers to consider. Relevant information is also available in the assessment documentation produced by teachers in early childhood centres and in reports made by the Education Review Office. Another source of information is the early childhood research projects that have been funded by the Ministry of Education over the past 10 years. The following discussion will examine each of these sources of information in order to evaluate the evidence that is currently available about children's learning in early childhood settings in New Zealand.
Te Wha -riki, the early childhood curriculum
Te Wha -riki, the New Zealand early childhood curriculum, has been widely praised since it was introduced in 1996. Praise has been given for its connections with sociocultural theory and for its holistic, non-prescriptive approach (Ritchie & Buzzelli, 2011; Smith, 2003 ). Fleer (2003 commented that Te Wha -riki has had an enormous impact on curriculum development in many countries, including Australia (p. 243) and 'has gained international prominence as an early childhood curriculum of great substance and importance' (p. 244). Cullen (1996) noted that teachers embraced the curriculum with great enthusiasm, 'to the extent that it has taken on a gospel like status ' (p. 123) . The enthusiastic support of teachers for the curriculum was also seen in interviews conducted by Alvestad and Duncan (2006) . 1. Wellbeing
The health and wellbeing of the child are protected and nurtured.
Belonging
Children and their families feel a sense of belonging.
Contribution
Opportunities for learning are equitable, and each child's contribution is valued.
Communication
The language and symbols of their own and other cultures are promoted and protected.
Exploration
The child learns through active exploration of the environment.
Each strand is subdivided into three or four goals that are further subdivided into a number of learning outcomes. The learning outcomes, however, are often phrased in very general terms because they have usually been designed to be broad enough for any child, regardless of age or developmental level. The lack of recognition of developmental change in the birth to five-year age range severely limits the usefulness of the learning outcomes for providing information about what children may be learning at particular phases in the early childhood years.
Another limitation on the value of the learning outcomes in Te Wha -riki is that they are 'indicative rather than definitive. Each early childhood setting will develop its own emphases and priorities' (Ministry of Education, 1996, p. 44).There is no requirement for early childhood centres to ensure that any particular learning outcomes are included in their programs. The lack of guidance in Te Wha -riki means that it would be quite possible for a centre to believe it is offering a comprehensive program when it may in fact be neglecting crucial areas of learning (see Blaiklock, 2010a) .
assessment of children in early childhood centres
Just as there is no requirement for centres to focus on particular learning outcomes, so there is no requirement to assess particular areas of children's learning. Somewhat surprisingly, given the lack of guidance on what to assess, the Ministry of Education has directed large amounts of funding at telling teachers how to assess. Internationally recognised methods of assessment (see e.g. Bagnato, 2007; Wortham, 2012) have fallen out of favour to make way for the locally developed technique of Learning Stories (Carr, 1998a; 2001; Carr & Lee, 2012) .
Learning Stories are narrative descriptions that teachers write to describe and interpret the learning that occurs in particular situations. They were designed to focus on children's dispositions to learn rather than highlighting knowledge and skills. A major difficulty with Learning Stories, however, is that the dispositions they are supposed to assess have not been clearly defined. Carr (2001) described learning dispositions as 'situated learning strategies plus motivation-participation repertoires from which a learner recognises, selects, edits, responds to, resists, searches for and constructs learning opportunities' (p. 21). It remains unclear as to how such constructs are manifested for different children in different contexts. Carr (1998b) suggested that certain behaviours can be taken as indicators of particular dispositions which in turn can be linked to particular strands of Te Wha -riki. For example, the behaviour of 'being involved' is said to be indicative of the disposition of 'trust and playfulness' which relates to the curriculum strand of 'wellbeing'. The rationale for linking particular behaviours to particular dispositions and strands is unclear. Nor has Carr described how behaviours and dispositions may change as children learn and develop from birth to age five years.
The topic of children's learning dispositions is of considerable interest to educators and it is to be hoped that further research in this area will be of value. Currently, however, the lack of clarity and understanding about dispositions means that attempts to assess them are highly problematic. Furthermore, a legitimate concern about the emphasis on assessing dispositions is that it could lead to important areas of knowledge and skill development being overlooked. Other concerns about Learning Stories include the lack of evidence on validity or credibility, questions about their usefulness for planning, and problems in trying to use Learning Stories to show changes in children's learning over time (see Blaiklock, 2008; Nuttall, 2005) .
Although the effectiveness of Learning Stories has not been established, this method of assessment has become the main form of assessment in most centres in New Zealand. A national survey in 2007 found that 94 per cent of centres were using Learning Stories as the main method of assessment (Mitchell, 2008 
education Review Office reports
The Education Review Office (ERO) is the government department that undertakes regular evaluations of all early childhood centres in New Zealand. ERO has a crucial role in ensuring that children are provided with high-quality care and education. Centres are reviewed every three years according to criteria related to management, teaching practices, children's learning and assessment procedures.
A feature of ERO is that it is independent from the Ministry of Education. The autonomy of ERO enables it to comment on practices that could limit the quality of care and education, even if the practices are supported by the Ministry of Education. With regard to assessment, the independence of ERO could allow it to act as a check on the current emphasis by the Ministry of Education on the almost exclusive use of Learning Stories as a means of assessing children's learning in early childhood centres.
ERO, however, has provided no cautions on the use of Learning Stories, despite the lack of empirical evidence that this assessment approach is an effective way of assessing and enhancing children's learning. Rather than raising concerns, ERO has actively supported the use of Learning Stories in its comments when reporting on individual centres and in the findings of a national report undertaken by ERO on the quality of assessment in early childhood education (ERO, 2007 ).
ERO's mission statement declares that the role of ERO is 'to provide high quality evaluation that contributes to high quality education for all young New Zealanders' (ERO, 2011, p. 3) . However, a 'high quality evaluation' of a centre should surely include an evaluation of how the centre program contributes to children's learning. The difficulty ERO faces is that it must rely on assessment documentation collected by a centre. Such documentation usually consists of collections of Learning Stories and may provide little evidence about children's learning in important areas. There is no requirement for centres to assess crucial aspects of children's learning (e.g. physical skills, language development, mathematical concept knowledge, social development).
ERO's reliance on Learning Stories as the main source of assessment information may explain the very general nature of the comments that ERO makes about children's learning when reviewing a centre. ERO reports on individual centres nearly all comment on learning in the generic sense with no reference to a particular area or type of learning. Typical comments in ERO reports refer to 'the learning environment', 'extending children's learning' and 'good quality teaching and learning experiences'. What it is that children may be learning is not specified. The lack of specificity means that ERO cannot indicate whether children's learning is the result of experiences in a centre rather than being the result of general development and home experiences. The lack of detail also means that ERO cannot note if there are differences between children in levels of learning in particular areas (e.g. early literacy knowledge). In turn, this means that ERO cannot examine how programs address such educational disparities.
ministry of education-funded research projects
Since 2003, the Ministry of Education has supported research into early childhood education through two major funding sources: the Centres of Innovation (COI) program and the Teaching and Learning Research Initiative (TLRI). Twenty COI projects were supported with total funding of approximately $NZ 5 million. Eighteen early childhood TLRI projects have been undertaken at a cost of nearly $NZ 3 million.
The intention of the Centres of Innovation program was to foster research into innovative teaching and learning processes occurring in particular early childhood centres. Staff at these centres worked with experienced researchers in using action research techniques to investigate areas of teaching and learning. The results of the projects were made available through reports, conference presentations, and five booklets (Meade, 2005 (Meade, , 2006 (Meade, , 2007 (Meade, , 2009 (Meade, , 2010a .
The COI program has been valuable for providing descriptions of some centre initiatives which may be of interest to others in the early childhood sector. Participants in COI projects have reported that there have been benefits for teachers in providing opportunities to more closely examine innovative teaching practices. What is missing, however, from all of the COI projects is valid information about whether the teaching practices were effective in enhancing children's learning.
The lack of information on the effects on learning was noted in a report commissioned by the Ministry of Education to evaluate the COI program. Gibbs and Poskitt (2009) concluded that it 'appeared teachers knew little about the impact of their initiatives on children as a whole because they had not established processes for gathering and analysing centre-wide data' (p. 9). Often the only information collected on children's learning was with the use of Learning Stories. Centre teachers were only able to provide general comments about the impact on the children as a whole group in a centre. The teachers believed that their practice had improved and that this would result in benefits for children's learning. However, they were unable to provide evidence that changes in practice were linked to changes in learning (see also Meade, 2010b) .
Similar concerns about a lack of evidence on children's learning have been expressed in relation to early years projects in the TLRI program. Nuttall (2010) commented that 'most of the projects have a strong emphasis on how children learn in the early years, and how teachers can foster and track this development; it is less clear what the children in these projects were learning, other than a particular set of orientations to learning itself' (p. 9). Nuttall suggested that the emphasis on orientation to learning is a consequence of a reliance of many of the projects on Carr's work on learning dispositions (e.g. Carr, 1998a Carr, , 2001 ). The difficulty with relying on this work is that, as Carr et al. (2008) themselves acknowledge, 'learning dispositions and key competencies are fuzzy concepts and although they are about observable action they are represented by language. Dispositional language is imprecise, situated, personalised and value laden … ' (p. 87, as cited in Nuttall, 2010, p. 9 ).
Nuttall (2010) argued that 'this fuzziness, in combination with a lack of explicit engagement with the sociocultural theoretical principles assumed by most of the projects, gives the projects completed so far a somewhat ephemeral quality in terms of the knowledge outcomes produced' (p. 9). Nuttall acknowledged the projects have strengths, particularly in relation to knowledge of practice in specific local settings. Nevertheless, the comments about the lack of information on what children were learning raises serious concerns about the worth of much of the early years research funded through the TLRI program.
Conclusion
This article sought to answer the question: What are children learning in early childhood education in New Zealand? The answer would appear to be that we don't know. Sources of information ranging from Te Wha -riki through to centre documentation, ERO evaluations and Ministry of Education-funded research projects all fall short in providing evidence about what children are learning, let alone showing that early childhood education is contributing to that learning.
International evidence, using a broad range of valid and reliable assessments, shows that early childhood education can make an impact on children's learning, particularly for those from disadvantaged backgrounds (Burger, 2010; OECD, 2006) . The evidence also shows that the effectiveness of early childhood education is dependent of the quality of the program (OECD, 2011; Sylva & Roberts, 2010) . The current lack of information in New Zealand about what children are learning makes it difficult to evaluate the quality of programs being provided by early childhood centres in this country.
Given the large amounts of government funding allocated to early childhood education in New Zealand (approximately $NZ 1.35 billion each year [Ministry of Education, 2011b] ) and the commitment of many talented teachers, it is hoped that children are benefiting from their experiences in early childhood centres. However, we need to move beyond hopes and instead provide evidence that shows what children are learning through their participation in early childhood programs. Making use of assessment techniques that are widely used internationally would provide such evidence (see e.g. Bagnato, 2007; National Research Council, 2008) .
The use of valid assessment procedures would also allow teachers to monitor the effectiveness of their work and to adjust their programs in response to the individual needs of children. This could help to reduce the disparities in learning that are found at school entry which, in turn, contribute to increased inequities in educational outcomes during the school years. For all of these reasons, it is time for the Ministry of Education to reconsider the advice it has been providing on how to assess children's learning in early childhood education in New Zealand.
